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Abstract
In October 1997, the members of the Army Executive of the Provisional Irish Republican
Army who favored an end to the decades-long insurgency against British rule in the occupied six
counties of Ireland outmaneuvered and forced the resignations of those who supported
continuing the war. Among those forced to resign was the one woman on the Army Executive.
She and her comrades would coalesce around Bernadette Sands McKevitt as the dissidents
prepared to fight on under the banner of the Real Irish Republican Army while the majority of
the insurgents laid down their arms. The Continuity Irish Republican Army simultaneously
prepared to launch a new insurgency campaign. Both movements had significant contributions in
leadership and membership from women. National liberation struggles are often analyzed as
distinctly masculine phenomena in which men bearing arms seek to convey and reinforce notions
of conventional masculinity, which has the effect of reinforcing patriarchal social structures.
However, left unanswered in such narratives is what role women saw for themselves in the
national liberation struggle in Ireland, and why the continuation of the struggle was, despite the
will of most men in the upper echelons of the Provisional Irish Republican Army, supported and
even actively catalyzed by republican women? Answering this question demands an analysis of
women’s involvement in the national liberation struggle in Ireland and how that influenced
gendered hierarchies in society and in the liberation movement itself. This paper argues that
women’s participation in the nationalist struggle in Ireland gave them the opportunity to assert
their autonomy and equality to men, to establish a stake in the political destiny of the new nation
that would rise from the struggle, and to influence the movement to take up the causes of social
justice and women’s equality within the framework of national liberation, thus securing the
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movement as the political home of progressive Irish women. Their role in the post-1998
dissident movement was a continuation of this trajectory.
Key Words: IRA, Irish Republican, Irish Nationalism, Irish Women, Irish History, Irish
Feminism
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Dedication
In the Irish nationalist song “The Rising of the Moon,” Sean O’Farrell instructs the narrator:
“Hush ma buachaill, hush and listen” as he prepares to explain the plans for the Irish Rebellion
of 1798. The title of this thesis, by changing buachaill to cailín, alludes to the participation of
women in the Irish struggle for freedom from British colonialism over the centuries of war, and
the lyric’s command to “hush” highlights the long-running theme of Irish nationalist men erasing
the contributions of women and relegating them to a second-class status.
This paper is dedicated to the courageous Irish women who have simultaneously struggled
against the British imperialist menace while staking out their place within the Irish struggle and
laying claim to an egalitarian future in a free Ireland. Their struggle continues to this day.
Tiocfaidh ár lá
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Introduction
National liberation struggles across the world have relied significantly on the
contributions of women. This has taken on various forms, from women providing food, housing,
and intelligence to rebel soldiers in Latin America during the rebellions against Spain and
Portugal to young women such as Lepa Radić taking up arms against the Nazis and Ustaše in
Yugoslavia during the Second World War. Another anti-colonial armed struggle marked by
significant contributions from women is the struggle for Irish independence from British colonial
rule.
There has been substantial documentation of the role women have played in the Irish
liberation struggle from its beginnings with the British colonization of Ireland to the modern era
in the Troubles, as demonstrated by the works of such historians as Catherine O’Connor, Marie
O’Halloran, Jane McL. Côté, Niall Gilmartin, and Mia Bloom. The history of the Irish struggle
against English colonization stretches approximately 800 years from the Anglo-Norman invasion
of the Emerald Isle in the late 12th century to the present day. Thus, alongside the evolution of
the armed struggle, there is room for the documentation of the continuous contributions of Irish
women to the struggle. Unlike anti-colonial struggles in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, the
struggle in Ireland spans enormous changes in base economic and social relations and enormous
upheavals in the cultures of both the colonizing and the colonized country. In the existing
research of these contributions, the ways in which women confronted and challenged patriarchal
gendered expectations by actively involving themselves in the conventionally masculine activity
of armed struggle has become evident. However, there has been little study into the significance
of the participation of women in the continuation of the armed struggle after the 1998 ratification
of the Good Friday Agreement.
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Dr. Niall Gilmartin’s feminist scholarship analyzing the participation of women in the
Irish nationalist struggle has positioned women squarely in contrast with the allegedly masculine
nature of nationalist politics. In “Feminism, Nationalism and the Re-Ordering of Post-War
Political Strategies: The Case of the Sinn Féin Women's Department,” while Gilmartin sought to
challenge the excessive blame placed on nationalism itself for the destruction of the Sinn Féin
Women's Department, he nonetheless proceeded with the assumption that “nationalism is
unquestionably gendered and often patriarchal,” and framed women’s political advances within
Irish nationalism as existing within the male-defined limitations of a patriarchal power structure.1
Gilmartin’s framing creates a couple of major problems. For one, it assumes universal constants
within such a concept as nationalism that is so broad as to be questionable in its usefulness.
Nationalism encompasses everything from the racist chauvinism of the Nazis and the British to
the anti-imperialist liberatory attitudes of the Vietnamese and the Irish. Gilmartin states his view
of nationalism even more strongly in his paper “Negotiating New Roles”: “notwithstanding the
diverse and multiple roles that women play within nationalist projects… nationalism is a
profoundly patriarchal construct that reinforces traditional gender roles.”2 While patriarchal
tendencies certainly exist within nationalist movements positioned within highly patriarchal
contexts, Gilmartin’s assumption thoroughly fails to acknowledge the possibility that the
ubiquitous presence of patriarchal attitudes and relations within nationalist movements is a
product of the ubiquitous presence of patriarchy throughout the vast majority of the world. While
acknowledging that men have historically dominated Irish nationalist politics, it is incredibly

1

Niall Gilmartin, “Feminism, Nationalism and the Re-Ordering of Post-War Political Strategies: The Case of the
Sinn Féin Women's Department,” Irish Political Studies 32, no. 2 (2016): pp. 287-288,
https://doi.org/10.1080/07907184.2016.1146698, 269.
2
Niall Gilmartin, “‘Negotiating New Roles',” International Feminist Journal of Politics 17, no. 1 (April 2013): pp.
58-76, https://doi.org/10.1080/14616742.2013.806060, 61.
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reductive to claim that nationalism can only serve to reinforce patriarchy, rather than to claim
that it has the capacity to reinforce and challenge it. Furthermore, it fails to consider whether
nationalism could function as a social conduit for the expression of women’s interests within that
wider patriarchal context and even come to challenge patriarchy itself. In the course of the Irish
struggle against British colonialism, women’s political strength grew through their participation
in the struggle to the point that men betrayed the cause to shore up waning influence of
patriarchy. While Gilmartin stops his analysis with the dissolution of women’s political power
within the nationalist movement toward the end of the Troubles in the late 1990s, an analysis of
women’s participation in dissident republican movements in the succeeding years sheds light on
how women had claimed ownership in the war effort against the British occupiers and refused to
accept the dictates of men who sought to betray the Irish struggle yet again.
On April 10, 1998, the Good Friday Agreement was signed by the British government,
the Republic of Ireland, and the Provisional Irish Republican Army (Provisional IRA). After
decades of brutal conflict that had left over 3,500 people dead in Ulster in the most recent phase
of the armed struggle against the British occupation of Ireland, a lasting peace was becoming a
reality. With the exception of some extremists on both sides, the deal was, and continues to be,
widely regarded as a fair compromise that balanced the national ambitions of the Irish people for
independence with the concerns of British colonists residing in Ulster. However, many Irish
nationalists who had committed their lives to the complete and unconditional liberation of
Ireland from British rule were quick to declare their refusal to recognize the terms of the Good
Friday Agreement and their intention to carry on the struggle until its conclusion. The Continuity
Irish Republican Army (Continuity IRA) and the Real Irish Republican Army (Real IRA) are, to
the present day, engaged in active conflict with security forces in Ulster.
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Over the course of the armed struggle, Irish nationalist women staked a claim to their
nation’s destiny and to their equality in the future of that nation. Through their continuous
participation in the struggle through the centuries, from the provision of aid in a domestic context
to rebels in 1798 to the establishment of Cumann na mBan in 1914 to their emergence as equal
fighters in the 1960s, they challenged the chauvinism of men and found a political home in the
absence of social institutions that affirmed their interests. Irish women have historically been
caught between the oppressive institutions of the Catholic Church, which has been at the
forefront of reactionary efforts against women’s rights, particularly reproductive rights, and the
British Empire, which regarded them, alongside Irish men, as ethnic inferiors. The emergence of
Irish nationalism as the political home of progressive Irish women is reflected in the progressive
social politics of and the political participation of women in Sinn Fein, the political wing of the
IRA.
The absence of an alternative home for Irish women in mainstream politics or feminist
movements, particularly those trapped behind the British colonial border through Ireland,
motivated the decision of some women to reject the Good Friday Agreement and carry on the
rebellion. They were further motivated by a desire to reject the chauvinistic attitudes and the
violent misogyny that accompanied male dominance in the armed struggle. While not an
explicitly feminist movement, women’s participation in dissident Irish republicanism can be
understood as an expression of the frustrations and aspirations of progressive Irish women at a
point in time when other forms of political mobilization were scant and men seemed all to ready
to demobilize. At the 200th anniversary of the Irish Rebellion of 1798, a new Moon was rising
above Ireland.
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In order to unpack this centuries-long story, this paper will be divided into three major
sections. The first will provide an overview of the general history of the Irish anti-colonial
struggle in order to establish the overall context in which Irish nationalist women lived and
operated. The second establishes the historical precedent of women’s participation in the Irish
national liberation struggle by describing their contributions during the time frame discussed in
the first section. The third discusses Irish nationalism as the political home of socially
progressive Irish women and describes women’s participation in the establishment of dissident
Irish republican groups at the end of the Troubles, which lays the groundwork for the
fundamental argument of this paper.
Background Part I: The Colonization of Ireland (1169-1798)
The refrain to the Irish rebel song “Go On Home British Soldiers” contains the line: “For
800 years, we’ve fought you without fear, and we’ll fight you for 800 more.”3 The most recent
archeological evidence suggests the presence of humans in Ireland about 33,000 years ago.4 In
the 5th century CE, Saint Patrick introduced Christianity to Ireland, earning him the honor of
patron saint of Ireland. Even for secular Irish people, legends about him driving the snakes
infesting the island into the sea and his introduction of the shamrock as a national symbol
(according to legend, he used the shamrock to explain the concept of the Christian trinity to a
nonbeliever) have remained important touchstones of Irish culture.5 Saint Patrick also expressed
some of the first recorded sentiments opposing the persecution of the Irish by the British in his
“Letter to the Soldiers of Coroticus.” Of particular interest, the closing of the letter contains the

3

“Go On Home British Soldiers,” Celtic Lyrics, accessed November 17, 2021, https://celticlyrics.com/lyrics/219.html.
4
Louise Roseingrave, “Reindeer Bone Found in North Cork to Alter Understanding of Irish Human History,” Irish
Examiner, April 18, 2021, https://www.irishexaminer.com/news/arid-40269116.html.
5
Tarlach O'Raifeartaigh, “St. Patrick,” Encyclopædia Britannica (Encyclopædia Britannica, inc.), accessed
November 18, 2021, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Patrick.

Lockman 9
line: “However late it may be, may they repent of acting so wrongly, the murder of the brethren
of the Lord, and set free the baptised women prisoners whom they previously seized.”6 In his
denunciation of the persecution of the Irish by Roman British soldiers, he explicitly refers to
women prisoners, illuminating a gendered dimension to the Irish anti-colonial struggle that
would carry on for centuries.
The history of Irish resistance to colonization is as old as the history of interactions
between the Irish and the English. There was some interaction between the Irish and British
peoples during the era of Roman Britain, but the period of continuous struggle between English
colonizers and indigenous Irish resistance began in 1169. On October 14, 1066, Norman invaders
led by William the Conqueror defeated the army of Harold Godwinson, the last Anglo-Saxon
king of England, at the Battle of Hastings, which marked a dramatic shift in the ethnographic,
linguistic, and political history of England.7 Starting in 1169, Anglo-Normans began to invade
and conquer parts of Ireland with the support of the Roman Catholic Church. However, their
initial successes were short-lived as the indigenous Gaelic peoples of Ireland gained back control
over most of the island over the succeeding centuries. Gaelic successes reduced English control
over Ireland to An Pháil, a coastal region in eastern Ireland and a few walled towns in other
coastal areas.8 This initial conquest of parts of Ireland by Anglo-Norman invaders and the
subsequent successful resistance of indigenous Gaelic peoples marks the beginning of the 800
years of violent struggle referenced in the aforementioned rebel song “Go On Home British
Soldiers.”

6

St. Patrick, “Letter to the Soldiers of Coroticus: St. Patrick's Confessio,” Letter to the soldiers of Coroticus | St.
Patrick's Confessio (Royal Irish Academy, 2011), https://www.confessio.ie/etexts/epistola_english#.
7
“Battle of Hastings,” History (A&E Television Networks, November 9, 2009),
https://www.history.com/topics/british-history/battle-of-hastings.
8
Egan, S. P. 2016. The Resurgence of Gaelic power in Ireland and Scotland and its wider impact, c.1350-1513. PhD
Thesis, University College Cork.
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English efforts to colonize Ireland recommenced in the 16th century. Following the end
of the Wars of the Roses in 1487, which consolidated control of England in the hands of the
House of Tudor, England began to turn its attention to overseas expansion. At the beginning of
the 16th century, European powers found themselves in a scramble for new territories and trade
routes. The rounding of the Cape of Good Hope in 1488 by the Portuguese and the beginning of
Spanish colonialism in the Caribbean and South America forced England into a new competition
of European colonialism that would, at the beginning of the 17th century, bring the English to
North America.
Such were the internal and external factors enabling and pressuring England to begin
expanding, and the first target in its new colonial ambitions was the Emerald Isle. As a basis for
supposed legitimacy, in 1542, King Henry VIII of England proclaimed the Kingdom of Ireland,
of which he would be the first monarch.9 Following a series of wars waged by men who would
later go on to colonize North America, the English seized control of the island. Indigenous Irish
people were displaced from farmlands, particularly in the north of Ireland, in favor of English
colonists. English colonists developed similar views toward the indigenous peoples of Ireland
and North America.10 This serves as the basis for the racial otherization of Irish people that
would contribute to their treatment under English and British rule through the centuries. As the
first Protestant monarch of England, Henry VIII and his successors imposed Anglican
Christianity as the official religion in the new kingdom. This served as the basis for the
emergence of an Irish national identity deeply connected with a Catholic religious identity, as the

9

Steven G. Ellis and Christopher Maginn, The Making of the British Isles the State of Britain and Ireland, 14501660 (London, UK: Routledge, 2016), 105.
10
Nicholas P. Canny, “The Ideology of English Colonization: From Ireland to America,” The William and Mary
Quarterly 30, no. 4 (1973): p. 575, https://doi.org/10.2307/1918596, 593-596.
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persecution of Irish people as an ethnicity was coupled with discrimination on the basis of
religion.11
Background Part II: The Emergence of a National Resistance Movement (1798-1923)
Though religious identity was and remains deeply connected with the Irish national
identity, the view of the Irish struggle as a struggle purely between Catholics and Protestants is
extremely reductive. Indeed, it can be argued that the British colonial identity was far more
rooted in a Protestant religious identity than the Irish identity in a Catholic one. This was made
undeniably clear during the Irish Rebellion of 1798.
Prior to the end of the 18th century, Irish resistance to British colonialism took the form
of local resistance by Celtic tribes that failed to organize a unified resistance. However, in 1791,
the Society of United Irishmen was founded in Belfast and Dublin. Its membership was
overwhelmingly middle class and consisted of Irish Protestants and Catholics. Drawing
inspiration from the recent American and French Revolutions, the United Irishmen sought to
unite the Irish people across sectarian lines, drive the British from Ireland, and establish
universal male suffrage and equal rights for Catholics and Protestants.12 The Society sought to
utilize both political means and military action to secure those ends.
The nonsectarian character of the United Irishmen was effectively encapsulated in their
military leader, Theobald Wolfe Tone. Tone was a secular Protestant Irishman who dedicated his
political efforts to ending the British-imposed political and social inequality between Irish
Catholics and Protestants. He was responsible for planning the Society’s military activities and

11

Timothy J. White, “The Impact of British Colonialism on Irish Catholicism and National Identity: Repression,
Reemergence, and Divergence,” Études Irlandaises, no. 35-1 (2010): pp. 21-37,
https://doi.org/10.4000/etudesirlandaises.1743.
12
“Irish Rebellion,” Encyclopædia Britannica (Encyclopædia Britannica, inc., October 17, 2021),
https://www.britannica.com/event/Irish-Rebellion-Irish-history-1798.
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securing foreign support for the insurrection. In 1794, he began making overtures to the new
revolutionary French Republic for support, traveling to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, to seek an
audience with the French minister to the United States. In February 1796, he arrived in Paris to
propose a French invasion of Ireland, and the first attempt at this invasion was made on
December 16, 1796. However, fate was not on the side of Tone and the French when their
invasion force of 43 ships and 14,000 soldiers was dispersed by a storm. The second instance of
French support for the Irish rebellion came two years later.13
The United Irishmen launched their rebellion in May 1798, by stopping mail coaches
from leaving Dublin. This was the signal to the counties around Dublin to begin the uprising.
Over the summer, the counties of Kildare, Wicklow, Down, Meath, Dublin, Wexford, Antrim,
and Longford rebelled against the British occupiers, and in August 1798, they were joined by
1,100 French soldiers who landed in western Ireland. Though initially successful, the rebels were
routed by the British at the Battle of Ballinamuck on September 8, 1798. Over the succeeding
years, the Irish continued fighting a guerrilla war, but the momentum to drive the British from
the island had been lost.14
Though the rebellion was a military failure for the United Irishmen, it played a pivotal
role in the Irish struggle. First, it marked the beginning of a united national resistance to British
rule in Ireland, rather than a patchwork of local resistance to colonization. Second, it defined the
Irish national resistance as a non-sectarian movement to which Irish Protestants were
indispensable. Thus, while the British colonial identity was deeply and exclusively tied with
Anglican Protestantism, the inverse was not the case for the Irish national identity. Third, it

13

“Wolfe Tone,” Encyclopædia Britannica (Encyclopædia Britannica, inc., November 15, 2021),
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Wolfe-Tone.
14
Susan B. Egenolf, “‘Our Fellow-Creatures’: Women Narrating Political Violence in the 1798 Irish Rebellion,”
Eighteenth-Century Studies 42, no. 2 (2008): pp. 217-234, https://doi.org/10.1353/ecs.0.0038, 220.
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established a precedent of Irish rebels enlisting support from foreign powers hostile to Britain in
order to further their aims. This would become a major theme over the coming centuries. Fourth,
of enormous importance to the struggle, the rebellion served as a symbol of hope and aspiration
for future generations of Irish republicans. The 1866 Irish song “The Rising of the Moon,”
commemorating the 1798 rebellion, ends with the lines: “Well they fought for poor old Ireland,
and full bitter was their fate. (Oh! What glorious pride and sorrow fill the name of Ninety-Eight).
Yet, thank God, e’en still are beating hearts in manhood’s burning noon, who would follow in
their footsteps at the risin’ of the moon!”15 The symbolism of the Rising of the Moon as the
moment at which the Irish will finally be free from British rule remains a touchstone of
contemporary Irish nationalism, deeply connected with the historical memory of the 1798
rebellion.
From the Irish Rebellion of 1798 until the 20th century, there were a series of attempted
uprisings against British rule, including the United Irish Uprising of 1800 (this one actually took
place in Newfoundland, not Ireland), the 1803 Irish rebellion, the Young Irelander Rebellion of
1848, and the Fenian Rising of 1867. However, none of these reached the level of mass
mobilization of 1798, nor did they present nearly the threat of that rebellion to British rule in
Ireland. More than rebellion, by far the most impactful event in Ireland during the 19th century
was the Irish Potato Famine of 1845-1849. As a result of tenant farmers prioritizing the export of
Irish cereal grains to Britain, the Irish people had come to rely almost singularly on potatoes for
food. When potatoes became afflicted with a disease that destroyed their tubers, the country was
plunged into a famine almost instantly. Ireland’s population declined from 8.4 million in 1844 to
6.6 million in 1851 due to a combination of death and mass emigration from the island,

15

John Keegan Casey, Wreath of Shamrocks: Ballads, Songs, and Legends (Chadwyck-Healey, 1866), 31-33.
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particularly to the United States.16 The famine was greatly exacerbated by the laissez-faire
capitalist economic policies of the British government and its unwillingness to provide
substantial aid to Ireland.17 This remains a major grievance in Ireland against Britain to the
present day.
The next major rebellion in Ireland took place in 1916. While this rebellion was about as
successful as the one in 1798, with its leaders meeting a similar fate, it would serve as the
catalyst that would lead most of Ireland to independence five years later. In the afternoon on
April 24, 1916, Easter Monday, Patrick Pearse stood on the steps of the Dublin post office and
read the Proclamation of the Irish Republic, which laid out the vision of a new independent
Ireland and called on the people of the country to take up arms against British rule. The
Proclamation bore the signatures of seven leaders of the Irish Republican Brotherhood, Thomas
Clarke, Seán Mac Diarmada, Thomas MacDonagh, Patrick Pearse, Éamonn Ceannt, James
Connolly, and Joseph Mary Plunkett, who proclaimed themselves the new Provisional
Government of Ireland.18
However, by the time Pearse read the Proclamation, the rebellion was already doomed.
The Easter Rising had failed to materialize to any significant degree outside Dublin and, aside
from the 1,600 nationalists who took up arms during the Rising, very few people answered the
rebels’ call to the people. Within a week, the rebellion had been defeated. About 450 people died
in the fighting and about 2,000 people were injured.19 In May, 16 key leaders of the Easter

16

Joel Mokyr, “Great Famine,” Encyclopædia Britannica (Encyclopædia Britannica, inc.), accessed November 27,
2021, https://www.britannica.com/event/Great-Famine-Irish-history/Great-Famine-relief-efforts.
17
Woodham Cecil Smith, The Great Hunger: Ireland 1845-1849 (London, UK: New York, 1992), 410-411.
18
Martin Melaugh, “Proclamation of the Irish Republic, 24 April 1916,” CAIN (Ulster University, February 8,
2021), https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/issues/politics/docs/pir24416.htm.
19
“Easter Rising,” History (A&E Television Networks, November 9, 2009), https://www.history.com/topics/britishhistory/easter-rising.
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Rising were summarily executed by firing squad. In addition to the seven signatories of the
Proclamation, Roger Casement, Con Colbert, Edward Daly, Seán Heuston, Thomas Kent, John
MacBride, Michael Mallin, Michael O’Hanrahan, and William Pearse were executed by the
British.20
In addition to these executions, the British imprisoned more than 3,000 people suspected
of any involvement with the Rising, about 1,800 of that group were imprisoned in England
without trial. Though public opinion had not been with the republicans during the Easter Rising
itself, the heavy-handed response of the British swung Irish public opinion dramatically in favor
of independence. In the 1918 UK general election, Sinn Féin, the Irish republican proindependence party, won a majority of Irish seats in the UK House of Commons. However, they
refused to take their seats in Parliament (Sinn Féin continues this policy of abstentionism to the
present day in the North). On January 19, 1919, the abstentionist Sinn Féin members convened a
separate parliament, the Dáil Éireann, in Dublin and declared Ireland’s independence.21
On the same day that the Dáil Éireann declared Irish independence, a group of soldiers in
the newly-formed Irish Republican Army (IRA) shot two members of the Royal Irish
Constabulary (RIC) in Tipperary. This event marked the effective start of the Irish War of
Independence, but Ireland did not declare a state of war until April. Initially, the British did not
decisively respond to the rebellion, but by the middle of 1920, the situation drew greater
attention as the British were losing control of Ireland. In May 1920, Lord Curzon, the Foreign
Secretary of the UK, proposed the use of “Indian measures” to respond to the insurgency. This
rhetoric of using “Indian measures” in Ireland speaks to the continuity of Britain’s colonial

20

Department of the Taoiseach , “The Executed Leaders of the 1916 Rising,” gov.ie (Government of Ireland,
November 19, 2018), https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/583995-the-executed-leaders-of-the-1916-rising/.
21
“Easter Rising,” History.com (A&E Television Networks, November 9, 2009),
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attitude toward Ireland into the 20th century. In August, the UK Parliament passed the
Restoration of Order in Ireland Act, which effectively imposed martial law on the island by
suspending the civilian court system in favor of a system of military courts with the power to
detain people indefinitely without trial and impose the death penalty. As the situation
deteriorated further for the British, they deployed the mercenary Auxiliary and Black and Tans
divisions of the RIC. On November 21, 1920, British mercenaries opened fire on civilians,
murdering 14 in an event known as “Bloody Sunday.” In May 1921, Sinn Féin dominated the
parliamentary elections. On July 11, 1921, an armistice came into effect, and the Anglo-Irish
Treaty, signed on December 6, gave Ireland dominion status within the British Empire (a
position akin to that of Canada today), but provided a mechanism for Ulster to remain part of the
UK.22
The Anglo-Irish Treaty ignited intense controversy in Ireland as it all but assured the
partition of Ireland between the Irish Free State in the south of the island and Ulster in the north
as part of the UK. In January 1922, the Dáil Éireann ratified the treaty. In response, Éamon de
Valera resigned from the legislative body, leading to a split in the nationalist movement between
pro-treaty and anti-treaty forces. This led to the Irish Civil War, which lasted about a year and
ended on May 24, 1923 with the Irish Free State victorious and Ulster firmly under British
control.23
Background Part III: The Troubles (1968-1998)
The period of violence in north Ireland known as The Troubles has its roots in the
Northern Ireland Civil Rights Movement of 1968-1969. In 1968, the Irish Catholic minority in

22

“Nationalism and the War of Independence,” The Cabinet Papers (The National Archives, November 28, 2008),
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/cabinetpapers/themes/nationalism-war-independence.htm.
23
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Ulster faced a three-pronged system of discriminatioon: systemic public housing discrimination,
rampant electoral gerrymandering, and a voting system that granted additional votes to wealthy
business owners and landowners, who were almost entirely of the Protestant majority. Every
year, the Orange marches brought hundreds of Protestant fanatics through Catholic
neighborhoods as part of a tradition of intimidation. The first major act of civil disobedience in
the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Movement took place when Austin Currie, an Irish nationalist
politician, squatted in a house in County Tyrone after the public housing authorities denied it to a
large, impoverished Catholic family in favor of a single young Protestant woman. On October 5,
1968, a group of young protesters marched in the center of Derry and were attacked without
provocation by the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC).24
The next major event of the movement was the People’s Democracy March from January
1-4, 1969. The march took the crowd of a few hundred protestors from Belfast to Derry and was
modeled on Martin Luther King’s march from Selma to Montgomery. The marchers faced some
sporadic violence, with the most serious incident, the Burntollet Ambush, taking place on the
fourth day. About 200 unionists attacked the marchers at Burntollet Bridge with stones, iron
bars, sticks, and bottles while the RUC stood by. This touched off a series of protests and clashes
across the North. The violence became so severe that, on January 15, Terence O’Neill, then
Prime Minister of Northern Ireland, set up an official inquiry into the escalating violence. Brian
Faulkner, the Deputy Prime Minister, resigned on January 24. In March, unionist militias,
namely the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) and the Ulster Protestant Volunteers (UPV) began
carrying out bombing attacks against Catholic neighborhoods and points of key infrastructure
across Ulster. On April 23, the Parliament of Northern Ireland introduced universal adult

24
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suffrage in local government elections. On July 14, Francis McCloskey, a Catholic, died the day
after he was struck in the head by an RUC officer with a baton. This marked the first death in the
looming conflict. Three days later, Samuel Devenny died as a result of injuries he sustained on
April 19 from a severe beating by the RUC. On August 5, the UVF launched a bomb attack on
the Radio Telefis Éireann headquarters in Donnybrook, Ireland. This marked the beginning of a
new wave of bombings by unionist paramilitaries. On August 12, riots in the Bogside area of
Derry escalated into a two-day long battle with unionist paramilitaries and the RUC on one side
and the residents of Bogside on the other. This event, which became known as the Battle of the
Bogside, led to the erection of barricades marking the area as “Free Derry.” In the succeeding
days, the violence spread across the country, and on August 14, British Army troops were
deployed in Ulster.25
There’s no single event that marks the end of the Northern Ireland Civil Rights
Movement and the beginning of the Troubles, but the latter period had certainly begun by the
autumn of 1969, and it would continue for nearly three decades. On December 28 1969, the IRA
split into the larger Provisional IRA (PIRA) and the smaller Official IRA (OIRA).26 The
deployment of British soldiers was initially welcomed as a less partial balance to the Protestantdominated RUC, but that perception quickly changed as they began an aggressive crackdown on
republican militants. The PIRA became the vanguard of Irish nationalism in the North and
functioned as the protector of Catholic communities against ethnic violence by sectarian
Protestant paramilitaries. However, its objective quickly changed from defensive operations to
the liberation of the North from British rule, and in the early 1970s, they began receiving funds
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from members of the Irish diaspora in the United States as well as arms and munitions from the
Libyan government.27
The regional government attempted to deescalate the situation with a combination of
policies meant to address the grievances of the Irish Catholic community, such as electoral
redistricting and changes to public housing and employment policy, and heavy-handed responses
to violence. In 1971, under the codename of Operation Demetrius, the British Army imposed a
policy of internment, which entailed the mass arrest and detention of suspected paramilitaries.
However, the vast majority of those interned were Irish nationalists, leading to a perception of
impunity concerning unionist paramilitary violence. The violence further escalated on January
30, 1972, when British paratroopers opened fire on unarmed Catholic civil rights protestors in
Derry, killing 13 and injuring 14 (one of whom died months later) in a massacre known as
“Bloody Sunday.”28 While this massacre is memorialized in several Irish nationalist songs,
including John Lennon’s “Sunday Bloody Sunday,” the refrain to the 1972 song “Go on Home
British Soldiers” perfectly sums up the irreconcilability that Bloody Sunday marked in the minds
of Irish nationalists: “If you stay, British soldiers, if you stay, you’ll never ever beat the IRA! For
those fourteen men in Derry are the last that you will bury, so take a tip, and leave us while you
may!”29
The mid-1970s marked a shift in tactics by both sides. The PIRA switched from directly
confronting British forces in the North to small clandestine operations, including bombing
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attacks in Britain itself. Unionist paramilitaries, in turn, began launching bombing attacks in the
South. In 1974, a unionist general strike successfully obstructed the implementation of the
Sunningdale Agreement of 1973, which would have established a new Northern Ireland
Assembly based on proportional representation and a Council of Ireland, which would have
increased the political influence of the Republic of Ireland in the North. In 1976, Her Majesty’s
Prison Maze (also known as The Maze) was opened in Maze, County Down. This opening of this
prison brought massive controversy, as the IRA prisoners held there were downgraded from the
status of prisoners of war to that of ordinary criminals. A series of protests were staged by the
prisoners, the most prominent being the hunger strikes of 1980-81 in which 10 prisoners died.
The most famous of these deaths was that of Bobby Sands, who had been elected to the UK
House of Commons while he was imprisoned. In October 1984, the PIRA struck back by
detonating a time bomb at the Brighton Hotel, where Margaret Thatcher was staying, narrowly
missing their target.30
The Troubles are generally regarded to have concluded with the implementation of the
Good Friday Agreement and the decommissioning of PIRA arms starting in 1998. However, for
some dissident republicans, there could be no peace in Ireland until all British rule was ended on
all parts of the island. While the PIRA prepared to lay down its arms, others were preparing to
enter a new phase in the armed struggle. While all the previous information provides a general
overview of the Irish struggle against English colonialism over the centuries and British rule in
the modern era, an analysis of the gendered dynamics at work in the genesis of the dissident Irish
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republican movement requires an analysis of the history of gender within the earlier phases of
the Irish struggle.
Adding Women to the Story: Women in the Early Struggle (1169-1798)
As Saint Patrick alluded to in his epistle to the soldiers of Coroticus, women were
involved in the Irish struggle against British oppression since the time of the ancient Romans.
From the beginning of the English colonization of Ireland, there was a significant emphasis by
the colonizers on propagating, and often exaggerating, the violation of Irish women by
indigenous chieftains.31 Such was in keeping with the colonial pattern of the barbarization of
indigenous peoples by appealing to the horror of male violence in indigenous societies.
However, despite colonial rhetoric, concern for the wellbeing of women in colonized countries is
never truly about those women. Rather, it’s a hypocritical rhetorical strategy that deliberately
turns a blind eye to domestic issues of violence against women while amplifying that violence in
racialized outgroups. Thus, this rhetoric played the role of otherizing the entirety of the Irish
people and justifying colonial violence against them. This phenomenon establishes the position
Irish women found themselves in throughout the course of colonial history in Ireland: between
Irish men who subjected them to various forms of gendered violence and oppression and British
men who subjected them to various forms of both racial and gendered violence.
The Irish Rebellion of 1798, arguably the defining moment in the emergence of the
modern Irish national liberation struggle, marked a significant change in the gendered dynamics
of the armed struggle. The all-encompassing nature of the rebellion, just like in the revolutions in
France and America, resulted in the breakdown of firm distinctions between the domestic front
and the battle front, thus blurring the gendered lines of conflict. As Susan Egenolf argued, “the

31

Nicholas P. Canny, “The Ideology of English Colonization: From Ireland to America,” The William and Mary
Quarterly 30, no. 4 (1973): p. 575, https://doi.org/10.2307/1918596, 588.

Lockman 22
violence of the revolution permeated countryside and home and was no longer gendered solely as
male.”32 This was reflected in women’s narratives of the conflict, which, unlike the highly
partisan male narratives that were written in the succeeding years, were predominantly
autobiographical, focusing on their local experience with the revolutionary violence of 1798 and
the ways those interacted with domestic spaces. Hence, they were far more willing than their
male counterparts to describe violence in individual rather than collective terms.33 Indeed, the
political sympathies of a man holding a family at gunpoint for food, lodging, and information are
of little concern to that family. Conversely, women’s narratives included many descriptions of
acts of kindness amid the turmoil of rebellion, something male narratives overwhelmingly
ignored.34 This speaks to the positionality of Irish women at the time of the rebellion. Unlike the
male authors responsible for the overwhelmingly pro-British politically partisan narratives of the
conflict, women’s narratives were written from a position subsumed within the violence of the
rebellion but disconnected from the wider international political context. Though in a certain
respect, their narratives were under informed politically insofar as they were disconnected from
the wider context, that disconnection helps contribute to the uniqueness of the narratives and the
formation of a separate women’s perspective on the conflict. Though women were not yet
shouldering arms for the liberation of Ireland from the British, a distinct women’s voice within
the context of the 1798 rebellion. Furthermore, while this comprised a small minority of Irish
women at the time, some participated more actively in the rebellion by serving in logistical roles
and carrying intelligence reports between rebel units.35
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In the aftermath of the 1798 rebellion, the British conducted massive reprisals against
Irish civilians, and these reprisals extended both to women and men. As accounted in the lyrics
of the song “The Wearing of the Green,” which recounts the brutality of the British after the
rebellion, “they’re hanging men and women for the Wearin’ o’ the Green.”36 While this imperial
violence was inflicted on all Irish people, there was particularly sexualized political violence
carried out against Irish republican women. For example, Scottish Fencibles in Newry, Ireland,
infamously cut the green garters from a young woman sympathetic to the United Irishmen and
“paraded her in an exposed situation through the town.”37 The parading of politically dissident
women in a sexually humiliating fashion is a tactic designed to simultaneously emasculate the
men of the woman’s ingroup while degrading her for daring to operate outside the acceptable
frameworks and limitations of patriarchal society. Another example of the use of this tactic
comes from Spain after the fascist victory in the civil war in 1939. Spanish republican women, in
addition to murder and rape, were frequently subjected to highly sexualized forms of public
humiliation involving being paraded through the streets nude having their heads forcibly shaved,
among other horrors.38
Adding Women to the Story: Post-1798 to the End of the Irish Civil War (1923)
While Irish nationalism remained a potent force in the 19th century, none of the
rebellions of that century came close to the one in 1798 in terms of any cultural impact or direct
threat to British rule. Women began working to stake out a more formal role in the Irish
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independence struggle prior to the turn of the century. In January 1881, Irish nationalist women
formed the Ladies’ Land League (LLL), a women’s organization affiliated with the all-male Irish
National Land League (INLL). The founding of the LLL was in part a tactic to establish an
alternative to the INLL as the British had arrested much of its key leadership. Among the
founding members were Fanny and Anna Parell, both sisters to Charles Stewart Parnell, an
influential leader in the INLL who had been arrested by the British. Anna was one of the
founders of the LLL in Ireland, while Fanny established the New York chapter of the
organization. The LLL initially had support from Irish nationalist men, who viewed their work
supporting Irish peasants within the framework of conventionally feminine notions of charity
work. However, the hardline politics of the LLL and the rapid growth of the organization to
include 420 branches in Ireland and the United States by July 1881 quickly turned men from
even the most revolutionary Irish nationalist organizations against them. By October, it had
become the strongest political force supporting land reform and calling for the abolition of
landlords as a class in Ireland, drawing the ire of the Catholic Church and male Irish nationalists
alike. Upon the release of Charles Stewart Parnell and other INLL leaders from prison, they
worked to destroy the LLL, and by mid-1882 it had been disbanded and women were forced into
secondary roles within the nationalist and land reform movements. Anna Parnell never forgave
her brother for his betrayal and never spoke to him again.39 In the decades after the short-lived
period of female political ascendency, women were deliberately denied access to participation in
nationalist politics.40
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Irish nationalist women had the opportunity to participate in the struggle again starting in
1914, with the founding of Cumann na mBan (League of Women) by 100 women. However, this
was far from the monumental political ascendency Irish women had experienced in 1881.
Cumann na mBan was chartered as an organization meant to assist Irish men in the ousting of
British rule and the defense of the island from British imperialism. Their participation was
confined explicitly to nursing, cooking, and carrying messages between groups of male rebels.
Thus, while women were able to formally participate in the struggle for the first time in the 20th
century, it was done on the terms and under the control of rebel organizations dominated by men.
No guarantees had been made to secure women’s equality in the event of total victory over the
British colonizers and women’s participation was framed explicitly in terms that reinforced male
dominance.41
At least 300 Irish women participated in the Easter Rising in 1916. These women came
from all classes of Irish society and all regions of the country. One of the participants, Linda
Kearns, established a first aid hospital during the uprising, but her inclusion on the honor roll of
participants faced objection since she treated both Irish rebels and British soldiers.42 Her example
links thematically to the experience of women in the 1798 rebellion, during which women’s
accounts focused on both the humanity and the brutality of individuals, regardless of their side in
the conflict. There has been a significant recent effort by Irish feminists to recenter the
contributions of women to the Irish independence struggle, particularly in the early 20th century,
when women began taking on more direct roles in armed conflict. Constance Markievicz, a Sinn
Féin politician and women’s suffragist who went on to become the first woman elected to the
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UK Parliament (though as an abstentionist, as per Sinn Féin policy), served as the second-incommand at the strategically vital St. Stephen’s Green outpost in Dublin.43 Margaret Skinnider, a
woman’s suffragist and schoolteacher, served as a sniper during the uprising and commanded
four men.44 The rebel nurse Elizabeth O’Farrell, on April 29, 1916, faced the very real possibility
of death to deliver the rebels’ surrender to the British military. When a photograph was taken of
her and Pearse surrendering to Brigadier General Lowe, she deliberately positioned herself so
that the camera would not capture her, but her lower legs and boots were still visible. However,
when the photo was published in the Daily Sketch in London three weeks later, all traces of her
presence had been airbrushed from the photograph.45 This literal erasure fits quite well
thematically with the continuous erasure of women’s contributions to the Irish struggle. In the
aftermath of the uprising, 77 women were imprisoned for their participation.
In 1916, membership in Cumann na mBan grew from
650 to 1,700. Irish nationalist women gained some hope that
their political aspirations would be met by the rebels when
their leaders read the Proclamation of an Irish Republic,
which included language addressed to “Irishmen and
Irishwomen.”46 Furthermore, it made explicit promises of
social equality: “The Irish Republic is entitled to, and hereby
claims, the allegiance of every Irishman and Irishwoman. The
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Republic guarantees religious and civil liberty, equal rights and equal opportunities to all its
citizens...”47 However, the immediate aftermath of the failure of the Easter Rising spelled
disaster for women pushing the boundaries of patriarchal limitations during the armed struggle.
With the executions of Connolly and Pearse, who strongly supported the contemporary suffragist
and feminist movements in Ireland, control of the rebel volunteers fell to Éamon de Valera, a
socially conservative Irish nationalist. Being personally opposed to women serving as fighters in
the Irish struggle, he implemented a new policy explicitly restricting women to serving in
support roles.48 His stance on women’s rights in 1916 was an ominous foreshadowing of what
was to come under his later rule.
As aforementioned, the brutality of the British suppression of the Easter Rising turned
public opinion in Ireland strongly in favor of Irish independence, leading to the chain of events
that led to Irish independence. In the 1918 Irish nationalist song “The Man from the Daily Mail,”
which satirized the notoriously anti-Irish reporting of Daily Mail in the years after the Rising, the
singer notes that “the Irish are a very funny race sir, every woman’s in Cumann na mBan.”49
Indeed, had this satire been run in the Daily Mail around the time the song was written, it may
have been the one somewhat true thing written in that newspaper. Between 1916 and 1921,
membership in Cumann na mBan had grown from 1,700 to 21,000.50
During the Irish War of Independence from 1919-1921 and the Irish Civil War from
1922-1923, Irish women actively participated in the conflicts. Due to Éamon de Valera’s
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misogynistic policies, women served in more auxiliary and support roles during these conflicts
than in 1916, but they were still responsible for several notable contributions. For example,
Kathleen Clarke, one of the founding members of Cumann na mBan, smuggled £2,000 worth of
gold (over £90,000 today) from Limerick to Dublin for Michael Collins, the Minister of Finance
during the Irish War of Independence.51 One particularly disturbing trend during these conflicts
by men engaged in the conflict was the perpetration of violence against women for perceived
slights against their ingroups. The cutting of women’s hair was used by both sides, but
particularly by the IRA, as a method of punishing women for associating with British men. One
IRA perpetrator was quoted saying: “We will make Irish girls have nothing to do with Ireland’s
sworn enemies.”52
The aspirations for full gender equality in 1916 would largely be crushed in the aftermath
of the Irish Civil War. The emergence of the Irish Free State as the victor in the Irish Civil War
and its betrayal of everything the martyrs of the 1916 Rising stood for, from its protection of the
privileges and social power of the Catholic Church to the preservation of capitalism to the
acquiescence to the British occupation of Ulster, was marked by a significant rollback in
women’s rights in Ireland. The government of the highly reactionary Taoiseach Éamon de Valera
implemented a new constitution in 1937 which reformed Ireland from the pluralist state
envisioned by earlier revolutionaries into a state that explicitly upheld the special position of the
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Catholic Church. Divorce and contraception were banned and Article 41 of the new constitution
explicitly called on Irish mothers to remain in the home.53
Between the 1916 Easter Rising, the Irish War of Independence, and the Irish Civil War,
at least nine members of Cumann na mBan were killed in combat.54 Despite their contributions
to the armed struggle in the early 20th century, the fate of women’s political and social
aspirations were left up completely to the politics of men. However, the women of Cumann na
mBan had managed to establish a new political home for progressive Irish women within the
framework of wider Irish nationalist politics. It was in participation in the struggle in any
capacity that Irish women began to stake out a claim to ownership within Irish nationalism and,
prior to the reactionary period of the Irish Free State, pushed the boundaries of the patriarchal
roles imposed on women. These issues of women’s stake in the movement and boundary pushing
would remain pertinent themes throughout the 20th century as the armed struggle moved into
new phases.
Adding Women to the Story: Women in the IRA (1968-1998)
The escalation in Ulster from local rioting to full insurgency in the late 1960s and early
1970s brought about new opportunities for Irish republican women to assert themselves within
the movement. In the previous era of intense struggle against British rule, women were explicitly
confined to auxiliary roles in Cumann na mBan. While that organization remained largely
relegated to support roles, women started joining the IRA itself following a 1967 decision
allowing them to receive military training, following pressure from young female recruits
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demanding access to full membership in the IRA.55 This decision faced controversy both from
the men involved in the IRA and the women of Cumann na mBan. There was a sentiment among
a section of republican men that women had no place whatsoever in the IRA, that the business of
national liberation was one for men alone to take on. On the other hand, there was a strong
generational rift emerging among Irish republican women. The less radical old guard of Cumann
na mBan, which objected to the increasingly Marxist leanings of the IRA at large, saw the
admission of women to the IRA itself as a statement of their obsolescence. On the other hand,
young republican women saw Cumann na mBan as an underwhelming option and favored full
participation in the armed struggle.56
This provides an interesting contrast with the dynamic after the Easter Rising. Back then,
the women in Cumann na mBan had been pushing out of the officially prescribed limitations of
their duties and shouldering arms for the cause. It was the committed effort of men determined to
uphold patriarchal norms within the IRA that crushed such transgressions. However, in the late
1960s, the male-dominated hierarchy of the IRA allowed women to join as full members to the
chagrin of the women occupying auxiliary roles. One potential explanation for this could be that
the women in Cumann na mBan felt slighted that the IRA saw the proper route to women’s
integration in the movement as the opening of the IRA, an entirely male organization, to women,
instead of the elimination of restrictions on Cumann na mBan. On the other hand, the women in
Cumann na mBan may have been more disposed toward a defense of patriarchal norms, having
been operating within those parameters for over 50 years as an organization. There was evidence
of this phenomenon in their social policies; members of Cumann na mBan were prohibited from
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drinking alcohol and, until the 1970s, single mothers were barred and expelled from the
organization.57
As the conflict in the North progressed, the IRA began using imagery of women’s
involvement in combat roles for propaganda purposes. One of the most iconic photos from the
conflict in Ulster is an image of a female IRA volunteer in Belfast peering around the corner of a
building with an AR-18 assault rifle. The photo was taken in 1973 by photographer Colman
Doyle, who claimed to have only noticed the woman after she had fired rounds and insisted that
the photo was not staged. Despite numerous rumors, her identity remains unknown.58 Another
IRA propaganda photo depicting female fighters was circulated in Republican News in February
1974. This photograph depicts two IRA volunteers standing guard as a third searches a man for
weapons. The volunteer standing guard on the right is the same volunteer from the first
photograph. In the 1970s, a recruitment poster for Cumann na mBan was circulated in Belfast
depicting a woman carrying an assault
rifle.59 The use of this imagery by the
supposed auxiliary organization to the
IRA is indicative of both a need by
Cumann na mBan to attract volunteers
using the imagery of armed conflict and a
greater acceptance of women taking up arms directly within Cumann na mBan. The image of the
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Irish republican woman as the dutiful supporter of the
nationalist soldier was falling out of political favor in the
IRA as a result of women claiming their place within the
armed struggle.
The participation of women in the prison protests
of the 1980s further altered male perceptions of women
within the IRA. Seeing the determination of women
engaging in the hunger strikes led to a newfound
appreciation of republican women’s political convictions
and unflinching resolve. Furthermore, seeing the efforts
of male prison guards to humiliate imprisoned
republican women in markedly gendered ways, such as
conducting frequent unwarranted strip searches,
increased male prisoners’ awareness of the gendered
aspects of Irish women’s oppression. Elizabeth Shannon,
one of the prisoners, recounted: “‘I knew one woman
prisoner, and she was having a miscarriage. She was
hemorrhaging and on her way to the hospital, and they
stopped her and strip-searched her while she was
bleeding.’”60
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Women’s participation in the armed struggle was accompanied by an increasingly
feminist political orientation within Irish republican politics. In 1979, the Sinn Féin Women’s
Department was established.61 This marked the beginning a new era of efforts to enhance
women’s equality within the political sphere of Irish nationalism while also advancing women’s
issues related to domestic violence, sexual violence, and reproductive freedom.62 At this point,
the Irish republican movement was moving from being simply an antagonistic force against the
particularly reactionary forces that held back social progress for Irish women, namely British
imperialism, which oppressed them as Irish people, and the Catholic Church, which oppressed
them as women, to being a productive force that explicitly championed women’s rights in both
rhetoric and deed.
This phase of the Irish struggle was of the utmost importance for women staking their
claim to the cause of Irish republican nationalism. It was a new generation of republican
women’s refusal to be pushed to the margins of the armed struggle that earned them the right to
shoulder arms for the cause of a united Ireland, and that led to a monumental change in male
perceptions of women’s place in the movement. In 1916, Elizabeth O’Farrell’s boots were
airbrushed from the photograph of her and Pearse surrendering to the British, symbolically
representing the deliberate erasure of the contributions of women, marginalized as they already
were, to the armed struggle. In stark contrast, the early 1970s saw the IRA begin utilizing images
of women fearlessly bearing arms for the cause, with no men to be seen except in positions of
weakness.
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Changes in social perceptions of women’s abilities do not occur in a vacuum; they
happen when a stereotyped group erodes that perception in favor of a new, more accurate image
in the popular consciousness. It was only when Irish women had the opportunity to engage fully
in the armed struggle and suffer alongside their male comrades in The Maze that they could
demonstrate their capacity to bear the intensity of armed conflict, hold steadfastly to their
political convictions, and endure enormous physical suffering in the name of those convictions.
This phase of the conflict demonstrated the threefold importance of women’s participation in the
struggle to the women’s struggle in Ireland: it gave them the opportunity to assert their equal
abilities to men, it gave them the opportunity to stake a claim to the future of an Ireland freed
from British colonialism, and it gave them a legitimate political framework through which to
advance specific objectives related to women’s sociopolitical struggles.
Irish Nationalism: A Political Home for Progressive Irish Women
Before discussing the events surrounding the emergence of dissident Irish republican
groups in the post-GFA era and women’s participation in that emergence, it is necessary to jump
forward twenty years to understand the profound and lasting impact of Irish nationalism on Irish
feminist politics. On January 22, 2018, a group of Irish feminist organizers, activists, and
organizations signed an open letter to the organizers of the British “We Need To Talk” tour,
which was going to make a stop in Dublin the following month. The “We Need to Talk” tour
was organized by British Trans-Exclusionary Radical Feminists (TERFs) as a campaign against
potential reforms to the Gender Recognition Act (GRA) in the UK, namely the introduction of
gender self-identification. Ireland passed its own Gender Recognition Act in 2015, which
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includes gender self-identification.63 The letter did not mince words. After laying out the basis
for the trans-inclusivity of Irish feminism, the letter concludes with the following denunciation:
Do you know, for example, that in the north of Ireland, legally part of the UK, women
still cannot access safe and legal abortion? Have you campaigned on this in any way? If
you have, why don’t we know about it? Did you strike in solidarity with us on March 8th
last year? Did you even know we were striking and for what? Do you have any kind of
concept of what a feminism in a country shaped by struggle against Empire looks like?
Did you take even a second to consider that, in assuming you have the right to come here
in any kind of position of feminist authority, you’re behaving with the arrogance of just
that imperialism? We have had enough of colonialism in Ireland without needing more of
it from you.64
The letter was signed by hundreds of individual feminists as well as 11 prominent Irish feminist
organizations, including the Abortion Rights Campaign, the National LGBT Federation, and the
UCD Centre for Gender, Feminisms, and Sexualities.65 This letter clearly demonstrates an
extreme discord between Irish and British feminisms. It’s important to note that the organizers of
the “We Need to Talk” tour were not an anomaly; TERFs hold a very strong influence both
within British feminism and within wider national discourses surrounding transgender rights in
the UK.66
Another important point to note from the letter is that Irish feminists do not only see their
relationship with British TERFs as one strained by ideological differences, but as one
characterized by the relationship between an arrogant colonizer and a long-suffering colonized
people. Such bears out historically in the relationship between Irish and British feminisms, which
has long been marked by strong tensions, ranging in intensity from friction to the kind of
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hostility demonstrated in the letter. Arguably, the most cordial period between Irish and British
feminisms was at the beginning of the 20th century, when both movements shared the common
goal of women’s suffrage and the Irish Women’s Franchise League (IWFL) and the British
Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), the leading women’s suffrage organizations in
both countries, drew upon one another’s political and financial support.
However, this alliance was extremely tense and fragile as British imperial attitudes were
pervasive in the WSPU. Its members largely rejected the notion that Ireland was a colony of
Britain and maintained that the UK was best arranged with Anglo-Saxons at the core of political
authority.67 British suffragists frequently engaged in militant activity in Ireland, despite the
wishes of their Irish counterparts. This strained relations between Irish and British suffragists and
severely undermined the credibility of Irish suffragists, who were seen as colluding with a
British movement that opposed Irish aspirations for independence.68 The alliance broke down
completely with the outbreak of WWI. While Irish suffragists continued their militant push for
women’s suffrage and opposed the war, British suffragists immediately suspended their efforts
and rallied behind the war effort.69 This clearly demonstrated the primacy of British chauvinism
over international feminist cooperation to the British feminist movement. Irish feminists have
barely been able to establish alliances with British feminists to address shared goals, much less
find a true political home within the fold of British feminism. This would become extremely
important in 1998, when Irish nationalist women living in the occupied six counties of Ireland
had to decide where to go after the implementation of the Good Friday Agreement.
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As in many countries where the Catholic Church holds significant political influence, the
advancement of women’s rights in Ireland has long been met with extreme resistance by the
Church. An early example of this was the clerics’ opposition to the Ladies’ Land League in the
early 1880s. Furthermore, it was the growing influence of the Catholic Church in the Irish Free
State, alongside Éamon de Valera’s own misogyny that led to the emphasis in the Irish
constitution on the prescribed domestic role of women as well as the bans on divorce and
contraception. In 1983, the Church played a central role in the referendum campaign for the
Eighth Amendment to the Constitution of Ireland, which banned abortion in all circumstances
except when the pregnancy presented a threat to the pregnant person’s life. With far less success,
the Catholic Church spearheaded efforts to preserve the Eighth Amendment during the repeal
referendum in 2018.70
The Irish nationalist movement has always been at stark odds with the Catholic Church.
Even though the likes of Éamon de Valera and the members of his right-wing breakaway party
from Sinn Féin known as Fianna Fáil had been involved in the Irish struggle, their acquiescence
to the demands of the Catholic Church came at the same time that they turned away from
agitation against British rule in north Ireland.71 Such men were content to comprise the new
national bourgeoisie of an independent Ireland and were more than willing to establish an
alliance with the Catholic Church to safeguard their own political ascendancy and perceived
legitimacy. As for those who were committed to armed struggle until the realization of an
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independent socialist republic on the whole of Ireland, a May 1920 report in The Manchester
Guardian claimed:
Such men as this are anti-clerical; they acknowledge that the power of the priests is
declining, but they resent the generous residue of power that is left to the Church. As
soon as the English pressure which holds the Republican element together is slackened
there will inevitably come a bitter struggle between the Church and Labour in Ireland.
Already the combatants are sparring, and unless the Roman Church sees fit to revise its
opinions about private property the fight will develop on Continental lines, with the
Church and property on one side and Socialism on the other.72
Even if Irish republican groups failed to offer a robust program for the advancement of women’s
rights, they at least served as a socially antagonistic force against the established institutions that
inhibited the advancement of women’s rights in Ireland. Thus, for progressive Irish women,
participation in republican politics served as an outlet to combat both foreign (British) and
domestic (Catholic) sources of social oppression.
Nationalist politics have offered women a space in the political sphere unlike mainline
Irish politics. As mentioned earlier, Constance Markievicz, who participated actively in the
Easter Rising in 1916, became the first woman ever elected to the UK House of Commons in
1918 as a member of Sinn Féin. The first female President of Sinn Féin, Margaret Buckley, who
held that office from 1937-1950, was the first female leader of any Irish political party.73
Currently, Sinn Féin, still the standard-bearer of mainstream Irish nationalist politics, is led by
President Mary Lou McDonald and the Vice President of Sinn Féin is Michelle O’Neill. In
contrast, neither Fine Gael nor Fianna Fáil, the dominant political parties in Ireland in the 20th
century, have ever had a woman as leader.
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Women participated in the Irish struggle from the very beginning of the English
colonization of Ireland. In so doing, they laid claim to a stake in the political destiny of the Irish
nation and constantly pushed the boundaries imposed on them by patriarchal society. The
racialized otherization that Irish women faced by the British as a result of them being Irish
people put them at odds with British feminists, and thus, there was no realistic possibility of any
long-term alliance between Irish and British feminists and Irish women would never be able to
truly claim British feminism as their own movement. Irish feminism is a social phenomenon that
has been shaped by the Irish experience as a colonized people.
The inseparability of Irish feminism from anticolonial politics on the island was noted in
the aforementioned open letter: “As Irish intersectional feminists, North and South, we recognize
that our feminism must be anti-imperialist and anti-colonialist. At the request of feminists in the
North, who are affected daily by British colonialism, we use the terms ‘the South’ and ‘the
North’ as a rejection of the legitimacy of partition and the failed northern statelet known as
‘Northern Ireland’.”74 In the context of the North, in which postwar political options for women
were limited to the overtly non-feminist or the Anglophilic feminist varieties, progressive Irish
women were left with the options of political disengagement or engaging with a new phase in the
Irish struggle.
Breaking Away: Women Claiming Dissident Republicanism
The conflict in north Ireland, at least theoretically, began to reach its end on April 10,
1998, with the signing of the Good Friday Agreement (GFA). The Provisional IRA had entered
into a nominal ceasefire with the British in 1994, though this was frequently violated by both
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sides, with the 1996 Manchester bombings standing out as a particularly severe violation. The
main issues the GFA covered were the decommissioning of IRA and unionist paramilitary units,
the establishment of a new devolved government, a power-sharing arrangement between
nationalist and unionist political parties, the creation of an open border between the South and
the North, and the establishment of a framework for future referenda in the North about Irish
reunification.75 Notably, the only significant participation by women in the peace process was by
the explicitly non-feminist and anti-nationalist Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition, a group
with little appeal to Irish republican women. On the republican side, the only woman involved in
negotiations was a representative of Sinn Féin. From the Provisional IRA itself, no women were
brought to the table.76 The decision to begin peace talks was, and remains, a matter of serious
controversy among republicans. The final verse of the 1994 pro-IRA song “The Armagh Sniper”
contains the lines: “Now in London and in Dublin they pretend to speak of peace. They say give
up your weapons and we’ll make this bloodshed cease. But the south Armagh sniper, he’s heard
their lies and double-talk before, he won’t be fooled or cheated anymore. The Armagh sniper, he
hasn’t gone away. His rifle’s oiled and loaded, he’s just waiting for the day. So if the British
government should break their word, well then, the sniper will go back to work again.”77
While the sniper in this song may have been willing to wait and see how a potential peace
transpired, to a particularly committed subset of IRA militants, no arrangement which left the
British with sovereignty over any part of Ireland could be accepted. The Official IRA, the
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smaller counterpart of the Provisional IRA after the split in 1969, was not a signatory to the
Good Friday Agreement, but they decommissioned their weapons on October 19, 2009.78 The
Continuity IRA (CIRA), which nominally broke away from the Provos in 1986 after Sinn Féin
ended its long-standing policy of boycotting the Oireachtas, began its insurgent activities in 1994
after the ceasefire was announced.79 Notably, Cumann na mBan sided with the CIRA and its
political wing, Republican Sinn Féin, in 1986, and remains part of the CIRA to the present day.80
This indicates that, in the years prior to the implementation of the GFA, Irish republican women
were already siding with more radical elements of the republican movement. Women’s
continued participation in CIRA activities is not simply nominal; in May 2021, a woman and two
men were arrested amid an investigation into an active CIRA cell around Cavan, Ireland.81 In
2012, a small splinter group broke off from the CIRA, accusing it of being “‘run by a clique of
women. Kind of a Cumann na mBan clique are running it…’”82 In terms of an appeal to
republican women, Republican Sinn Féin does not promulgate an explicitly feminist platform.
However, according to its statement of principles, “Republican Sinn Féin believes in the
establishment of a reign of social justice based on Irish Republican Socialist principles in
accordance with the Democratic Programme and the 1916 Proclamation. It stands for the
complete separation of Church and State.”83 Such language invokes the gender egalitarian
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promise of the Easter Rising and reinforces the anti-clerical role of republicanism in combating
the largest institutional barrier to women’s rights in Ireland.
The most prominent dissident republican organization to emerge in the post-GFA era is
the Real IRA (RIRA). In the autumn of 1997, a similar process to the split between the Provos
and the CIRA began. Tensions had been rising between the pro- and anti-ceasefire factions of the
PIRA since 1994, but when Sinn Féin applied for office space in the UK House of Commons in
1997, a clear signal that the party was considering ending its policy of abstentionism from that
body, several PIRA leaders and Sinn Féin functionaries rallied around a new informal leader,
Bernadette Sands McKevitt.84 The formal split between the PIRA and the elements that would
comprise the RIRA occurred in October 1997, when the anti-ceasefire members of the 12-person
Army Executive, including the only female member, were outmaneuvered and forced to resign at
a convention in Gweedore, Donegal.85 On January 7, 1998, the Real IRA was inaugurated as a
new dissident army.86
As an alternative to Sinn Féin that would serve as the political wing of the RIRA, the
exiled dissidents formed the 32 County Sovereignty Movement (initially named the 32 County
Sovereignty Committee), with Sands as its first chairperson.87 Like Republican Sinn Féin, the
Constitution of the 32 County Sovereignty Movement (32CSM) proclaimed its allegiance to the
Irish Republic that was proclaimed on Easter 1916, rejecting the legitimacy of the anti-
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egalitarian Irish Free State and its successors.88 In November 1999, Sands was elevated to thirdin-command of the RIRA.89
Other women served in leadership roles and in the rank-and-file of the RIRA and the
32CSM. Marian Price was a fighter in the PIRA who spent seven years in prison during the
1970s for her involvement in a bombing campaign in London. In 2013, she was released from
prison after serving two years for her involvement with the RIRA at an Easter Rising anniversary
commemoration in Derry in 2011.90 In December 1997, she joined the 32CSM and stood out as a
prominent dissident republican organizer in Belfast.91 Róisín Mac Lochlainn is a former PIRA
fighter alleged to have set a trap with another female fighter in March 1973. They lured four
British sergeants out of a bar to a flat by offering them sex, upon which the soldiers were shot
dead.92 She served as an important propagandist for the RIRA following the shooting death of
her son, Rónán Mac Lochlainn, during a RIRA operation in Ashford, Wicklow by the Irish
Gardaí.93
In the 1990s, women leaving the mainstream Irish republican movement that was
preparing to decommission its weapons in favor of a far more belligerent new dissident
movement had a significant push factor from the old movement. Following the PIRA ceasefire in
1994, the Sinn Féin Women’s Department was disbanded.94 It was no coincidence that this came
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at the same time that the armed struggle was, theoretically, drawing to a close. The mainstream
republican movement was undergoing a fundamental transformation from a revolutionary and
uncompromising movement to an institutional movement that would pursue its aims through
electoralism and negotiation with the institutions of liberal democracy in the South and the
North. With that change, the more social revolutionary aspects of Sinn Féin, including the
strongly feminist orientation of the Women’s Department, were allowed to atrophy and fall away
from the party.95
If feminist politics were to be the past of mainstream Irish republicanism, then the
women who had fought for decades to stake out a place in the movement as equals to men were
being sent a clear message about their place in the movement going forward. It was as if the
ghost of Éamon de Valera had risen to restore the anti-egalitarianism that characterized the
armed struggle in the years after the Easter Rising. A similar pattern can be seen over the course
of the armed struggle. During periods of violent, revolutionary action, there were more
opportunities for women to assert their autonomy and lay claim to the destiny of a free Ireland
and the nationalist movement asserted a line of social egalitarianism, but when male-dominated
nationalist political organizations adopted more conciliatory politics toward the British
occupation and sources of power within domestic social hierarchies, namely the Catholic
Church, the egalitarianism fell aside in favor of preserving those traditional social hierarchies.
The decision of Cumann na mBan as an institution to side with the CIRA over the PIRA was an
indication of the greater radicalism among Irish republican women than of their male
counterparts by the 1980s, and this radicalism manifested itself in the efforts some republican
women were willing to commit to a dissident movement after the GFA was signed. It was also a
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rejection of the political fate of Irish republican women being determined yet again by the
political whims of men. After sidelining women to auxiliary roles for decades and insisting that
women lacked the ability to carry out the armed struggle against the British, there was a certain
irony that it was almost unanimously men on the republican side who were pushing for a peace
without full victory.
Conclusion
For 800 years, Irish women have been deeply involved in the hostility between Ireland
and Britain, whether as victims of British imperialism or as participants in Ireland’s resistance.
While their experiences differed from those of men, they could never be spoken of as passive
observers. In the Irish Rebellion of 1798, women risked their lives delivering intelligence reports
to the front lines. In the Easter Rising, some served in auxiliary roles while others began pushing
the normative boundaries of patriarchy and taking up arms against the British imperialists. At
this time, women’s political power within the movement was negligible to the extent that Éamon
de Valera could strip them of the autonomy they had carved out. The period of republican
militant demobilization with the victory of the Irish Free State spelled disaster for Irish women
with the reassertion of reactionary sources of domestic social power. The remobilization of the
IRA following the eruption of sectarian violence in the North in 1969 brought about a new
opportunity for republican women. A new generation of Irish women was far from content to
accept the oppressive limitations imposed on their predecessors, and their example as political
partisans and active militants helped to radically alter perceptions of women within the IRA and
shift the republican movement in a generally more feminist political direction.
Rather than being contradictory political forces, Irish feminism and nationalism are
deeply intertwined. Irish nationalism, with its socialist and anti-clerical orientation, shared a
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common enemy with Irish feminists in the Catholic Church, the bastion protecting the social
hierarchies of patriarchy, feudalism, and, later, capitalism. Thus, the participation of progressive
women in the nationalist struggle served to combat the most reactionary defenders of patriarchy.
In turn, their participation influenced the development of nationalist politics, making it an
increasingly open political space to women to the point of adopting feminist objectives as part of
the nationalist vision of social revolution in Ireland.
The decision of Irish nationalist men to accept peace without total victory without
consulting the women of the movement and entirely sidelining women’s issues in the
negotiations marked another betrayal of women’s contributions to the movement and a failure to
deliver the promise of gender egalitarianism that accompanied the united Irish Republic. Rather
than accept this betrayal and watch the gains of past decades recede to memory, women in the
leadership of the IRA and in the rank-and-file, alongside like-minded men, rejected the Good
Friday Agreement and moved forward with a new campaign. Women’s participation in the
dissident republican movement that followed the ceasefire in the 1990s can be understood as an
expression of political agency in opposition to a male power structure that was explicitly denying
them autonomy and undermining their hard-fought stake in the destiny of the Irish nation.
Recalling the ending to the song “The Rising of the Moon,” the buachaill gets his answer 200
years after the events he witnessed: the women of 1998 were following in the footsteps of the
heroes of 1798 at the Rising of the Moon.
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Glossary
Irish Terms
Dáil Éireann - lower house of the Oireachtas
Oireachtas - Irish legislature
Taoiseach - Prime Minister of Ireland
Organizations
32 County Sovereignty Movement (32CSM) - dissident Irish republican organization founded by
Bernadette Sands McKevitt, political wing of the Real IRA
Cumann na mBan - literally “The Women’s Council,” generally translated “The Irishwomen’s
Council,” women’s branch of the IRA founded on April 2, 1914
Continuity Irish Republican Army (CIRA) - dissident IRA faction that separated from the PIRA
in 1986 in protest of the end of Sinn Féin’s boycott of the Oireachtas
Fianna Fáil - literally “Soldiers of Destiny,” conservative political party founded by Éamon de
Valera in 1926
Fine Gael - literally “Family of the Irish,” conservative political party founded in 1933 with roots
in fascist movements
Irish National Land League (INLL) - 19th century Irish political organization that fought to
abolish landlordism in Ireland
Irish Republican Army (IRA) - general term for Irish nationalist paramilitary organizations
spanning the 20th and 21st centuries
Irish Women’s Franchise League (IWFL) - flagship Irish women’s suffrage organization
Ladies’ Land League (LLL) - Irish women’s branch of the INLL that was suppressed as soon as
it became an apparent threat to male power (1881-1882)
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Official Irish Republican Army (OIRA) - dissident IRA faction that split from the PIRA in 1969
and decommissioned its weapons in 2009
Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA) - primary IRA faction during the Troubles, ceased
formal armed struggle following the Good Friday Agreement (GFA)
Real Irish Republican Army (RIRA) - primary post-GFA dissident IRA faction, founded in 1998
Republican Sinn Féin - political arm of the CIRA
Sinn Féin - political arm of the PIRA, flagship Irish nationalist political party
Society of United Irishmen - Irish nationalist organization founded in 1791 that instigated the
Irish Rebellion of 1798
Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) - leading militant women’s suffrage organization
in the UK
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